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Since late February, work stoppages, street protests, and hunger strikes against the government's
economic plan have once again convulsed the Bolivian capital of La Paz and other major cities.
President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada's government seems unable to control the situation, and
rumors abound that a state of siege will soon be imposed. Throughout the month of February,
the Central Obrera Boliviana (COB) held negotiations with the government over a 200-point list
of demands. Early in the month, the COB appeared to have some success in the talks, but by late
February the negotiations snagged over the government's stiff opposition to the COB's demand that
the minimum monthly salary be raised from the current rate of approximately US$40 to about US
$120.
The government has refused to consider anything more than its budgeted increase of between 8%
and 12%. In addition to salary demands, the government's adamant determination to plow forward
with the privatization of state enterprises is another major issue that is generating widespread
opposition in the country. Government plans to sell the state oil monopoly Yacimientos Petroliferos
Fiscales Bolivianos (YPFB) has especially galvanized the opposition. President Sanchez de Lozada's
administration hopes to sell 50% of YPFB stock to private investors before July.
The firm's privatization, however, is opposed not only by the COB, but by several major parties,
including Conciencia de Patria (CONDEPA), whose leader, Carlos Palenque, called on the public
to take to the streets to protest the YPFB sale. In addition, the YPFB privatization is opposed by
Accion Democratica Nacionalista (ADN), headed by former dictator retired Gen. Hugo Banzer
(1971-1978), and by the Movimiento de la Izquierda Revolucionaria (MIR), of former president Jaime
Paz Zamora (1989-1993). Both parties have vowed to wage a major battle in the legislature to stop the
privatization.
Further aggravating the debate over privatization, in early March Manuel Morales Davila, an
outspoken lawyer opposed to the government's privatization plans, was arrested and charged
with slandering the president. Morales accused Sanchez de Lozada of "high treason" and of
"auctioning off" the country's resources. When the COB-government talks broke down on Feb. 27,
the labor confederation called on its member unions and other labor organizations to carry out work
stoppages around the country. The movement began in earnest at the beginning of March, when
rural and urban teachers walked off their jobs in response. A few days later public sector employees
also went on strike, and by the end of March the movement culminated in a walkout by the nation's
oil workers. In addition to teachers and labor unions, pharmacists, doctors, health workers, and air
traffic controllers have also walked off their jobs in support of the COB.
On March 19, for example the day on which an indefinite general strike began only 23 pharmacies
opened for business in La Paz. Moreover, on March 7 about 50 labor leaders began a hunger strike
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in the cities of La Paz, Santa Cruz, and Cochabamba. The hunger strike has since grown to include
about 550 union activists around the country. On March 21, in anticipation of the impending walkout
by the country's 5,000 oil workers who had threatened to shut off the supply of fuel both nationally
and internationally by the end of the month the government sent in the police and military to
protect the nation's oil fields. On March 25, after several days of escalating confrontations in La Paz,
police clashed with striking teachers and one person was killed, while several others were wounded.
Hundreds have been arrested during the conflicts.
So far, efforts to renew negotiations between the COB and the government have failed, despite an
emotional appeal from the Catholic Church, which last year served as mediator in disputes between
the government and diverse sectors of society (see NotiSur, 05/12/95 and 10/27/95). The government
insists that, before any resumption of talks can take place, the COB must call its massive hunger
strike off and order the more than 500,000 workers who have walked off their jobs back to work.
The Catholic Church expressed its concern about the difficult political and social situation, which, it
said, could easily become "explosive" if the government and the unions do not soon find a solution.
"We have expressed the church's concern about the social situation in the country to the president
and we hope that both the government and the COB will make every effort to find solutions
within the framework of dialogue," said Bishop Edmundo Abastoflor, president of the CEB. "The
executive has to make the necessary effort to respond to the demands of the workers, within its real
possibilities, but with the objective of improving the living conditions of all Bolivians."
Labor Minister Reynaldo Peters and Economic Development Minister Jaime Villalobos sent a letter
to the COB calling for "the reopening of a conciliatory dialogue without any type of pressure or
other intransigent attitudes that would jeopardize the normal development of the negotiations."
According to Villalobos, "The government is presently awaiting a counteroffer from the COB
regarding salaries and is ready to examine it carefully as soon as the pressures are lifted." In
response, COB leaders warned the government that even if they agreed to resume talks, under no
circumstances will they call off their protest actions. "What they are asking is illogical because two
weeks ago the government did not want to dialogue and that is why the strikes began," said COB
leader German Carvallo. "But now they want us to dialogue without the strikes.
The consequences of the social conflict will be the exclusive responsibility of the government for
not resolving the labor demands peacefully." Meanwhile, Minister of the Interior Carlos Sanchez
Berzain called on the unions to return to the bargaining table and to put aside their "belligerent
attitudes." The government insists that 95% of the labor demands have been met and that all that
is left is the salary issue. Sanchez Berzain, considered the hard-liner in the executive who holds
tremendous influence over President Sanchez de Lozada, told the unions that their measures "won't
solve anything." Given the impasse, arrests have continued to climb around the country. On March
27, for example, more than 250 strikers were incarcerated in Cochabamba after the police broke up a
picket line, made up mostly of pensioners.
Many of those arrested had been on a hunger strike for 11 days protesting the privatization of their
pension funds. As the situation deteriorates, rumors abound that President Sanchez de Lozada will
once again declare a state of siege to undercut the labor movement before the strike and protests
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spiral out of control. So far, the government seems reluctant to take that action. But Bolivians see
it as a real possibility, since last year Sanchez de Lozada imposed a state of siege for six months
after being unable to put an end to weeks of protests by labor, teachers, coca growers, and students.
(Sources: Reuter, 02/25/96; Notimex, 03/05/96; Deutsche Press Agentur, 03/06/96, 03/11/96, 03/15/96;
Agence France-Presse, 02/21/96, 03/01/96, 03/05/96, 03/07/96, 03/11- 13/96, 03/16/96, 03/18/96,
03/19/96, 03/21/96, 03/22-24/96, 03/25/96)
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